AT THE OUTSET OF THIS ADVENTUROUS PERSONAL ACCOUNT of bipolar disorder, Lucy Newlyn outlines some of her incentives: among them, to explore and discover her own mental processes; to help diminish the terror and stigma of insanity; and to illuminate the complexity of the human mind as beyond straightforward definition. 'The mental condition I describe does not accommodate itself to the normal tidy distinctions between forms', she asserts, 'and no straightforward narrative mode will do' (p. 7). Her exploration, written in diary form but frequently straying into more experimental modes, follows emergent investigations of the illness over the last two decades, from Kate Jamison's Touched with Fire (1996) to Mark Haddon's Polar Bears, which premiered at the Donmar Warehouse in 2010, and Stephen Fry's two documentaries The Secret Life of the Manic Depressive and The Not So Secret Life of the Manic Depressive: 10 Years On, aired in 2006 and 2016.
In her introduction, Newlyn, a well-known Romantic scholar and literary critic, lists the symptoms of mental illness from which she has suffered over the last decade and a half. These include types of hypomania, delusions and hallucinations, clinical depression, stress, interpersonal dysfunction, performance anxiety, addiction, and crisis -terms which feel both familiar and strangely alien. What this exploration makes immediately apparent is the truth that, as human beings, our cerebral interiors are still largely indecipherable to and inarticulable by us, let alone to and by those on the outside. This is particularly the case during states of mental illness, Newlyn implies, when even the mind itself loses trust and confidence in its own workings.
The diary begins with the event of her being sectioned: weary and sleepless while keeping vigil by the deathbed of her father, Newlyn feels her mind slip into a strange hallucinatory delusion -she is restrained by her sister and called a 'hysteric' before being confined in a bare room and peered at by asylum doctors sitting in a row. The way in which she is treated in this episode feels more disturbing than her actual experience, as we witness it from the inside of her personal terror and suffering.
'Hysteric' ties into a deeply prejudiced historical response to mental illness, for which, out of fear, people have constructed a plethora of terminological demarcations. As Newlyn's account unfolds, however, it stealthily unpicks the stitching of medical categories. 'Depression', for example, is acknowledged as treacherous to outline: 'Is it a medium in which I move, or something outside myself that I feel and see?' (p. 60). Are we 'in' our depression, or regarding it as it hovers over us? As for how depression feels: 'In the mornings a wall; in the afternoons a tunnel; in the evenings a sticky envelope' (p. 67). For Newlyn, stress is 'like a hammer banging again and again inside my head, or a trapped bird inside my chest, beating its angry wings' (p. 61). Her figurative attempts to physicalise mental pain speak to its particular agony: felt profoundly, these sufferings are nevertheless unseen; unlike a bruise or break, an ailing mind is invisible even to itself. As such, language is the best medium through which Newlyn moves herself and others closer to this internal struggle.
From the perspective of the mental state the book elucidates how and why the human mind does not fit the fixed methodologies of consultants and psychiatrists. Presented with a medical graph on a monitor, Newlyn is told that her mania equates to a fluctuating line, but she feels nothing but bewilderment: 'the graph is already so long . . . where and what am I in it?' (p. 69). Such scientific readings may be of help to some, but to others feel reductive and alienating. Following in the footsteps of the writers to whom she has devoted her working life, Newlyn decides to employ words, rhythms, and metaphors as her preferred tools for self-analysis and treatment. 'As an experience', wrote Virginia Woolf, 'madness is terrific, and in its lava I still find most of the things I write about.' 1 Newlyn's own 'volcanic lava' and 'eruptions of energy' take her to surprising places within herself. The voyage that results is no 'misery memoir', as the comedian Stewart Lee points out, 2 but an odyssey into fifteen years of medical records, emails, letters, and creative writings, comprising an individual picture of an often misunderstood illness. By pushing at the boundaries of her own experience, Newlyn makes an interesting contribution to the poetry of mental illness. 'What does mania feel like?' she asks: 'Wasps in a tin'; 'a laser-beam dancing like a strobe'; 'an incessant rhyme scheme with no syntax' (p. 113); 'poetry in song, rhythm in poetry' (p. 68). The intensity of her manic states lends itself in a mysterious way to bursts of creative energy in which she engages with struggle. On the basis of evidence, personal and general, that lithium stifles creativity, Newlyn refuses it: 'There's always a choice to be made between being balanced through medicine, and being riskily creative' (p. 176). In this mingled enjoyment and fear of risk, Newlyn sometimes sounds like Hamlet: 'Prescribe me nothing. I am free to flout this world of men -and Spring is here to welcome me back to my blues again ' (p. 177) . Flitting between peaks of triumph and troughs of wallowing, the heart of the narrative is deeply touched by death, to which it returns and re-returns. Why do we keep going back to death in grief? In Shakespeare's King John, grief is all that Constance feels she has left once her son is imprisoned and soon to die:
Grief fills the room up of my absent child, Lies in his bed, walks up and down with me, Puts on his pretty looks, repeats his words, Remembers me of all his gracious parts, Stuffs out his vacant garments with his form; Then have I reason to be fond of grief. Grief physically takes the space of her absent child, 'stuffs out his vacant garments' and also becomes a 'he' (as in 'his' in line 97): like a replacement son. As the only consolation Constance can find for the loss of her child, grief mimics that child so that she becomes 'fond' of its imaginary presence or 'form'. If imaginary forms can work to fill the spaces of those who are gone and leave vacuums in our lives, writing could represent a beneficent, as well as dangerously addictive, force for the grief-stricken.
For Newlyn, 'the best help I can find for myself is writing' (p. 85). Providing her with industry, achievement, and focus, poetry is used to 'surmount the difficulties I have with understanding the passage of time' and various other bewildering and heartbreaking realities. Eliot felt poetry to be a way not only to touch the tenderest bases of ourselves, but to reorder those messy submarine depths:
[The poet] has something germinating in him for which he must find words; but he cannot know what words he wants until he has found the words; he cannot identify this embryo until it has been transformed into an arrangement of the right words in the right order. When you have the words for it, the 'thing' for which the words had to be found has disappeared, replaced by a poem. What you start from is nothing so definite as an emotion . . . still more certainly not an idea; it is -to adapt two lines of Beddoes to a different meaning -a 'bodiless childful of life in the gloom / Crying with frog voice, "what shall I be?"' 3 As Hamlet's 'Words, words, words ' (II. ii. 195) alludes to language's hollowness and strangeness, Eliot's repetition of 'words' six times in this passage makes words themselves feel uncanny -what are these so-called meaningful units, anyway? And where do they come from? Eliot concludes that, once these 'words' are arranged in 'the best arrangement he [or she] can find', the poet may experience 'a moment of exhaustion, of appeasement, of absolution, and of something very near annihilation'. Poets, he says, often write for this relief.
Not only is mental discomfort felt by Newlyn to be a spur for poetrywhich A. E. Housman (and, later, Eliot) calls a 'morbid secretion'; it is also a kind of treatment: 'I find a clearing', says Newlyn. 'I break free' (p. 41). Finding a shape for her feelings in the sestina and the villanelle, Newlyn values craft as a therapeutic enterprise. In 'Minute by Minute', obsession is figured as sand slinking through an hour-glass that is turned and re-turned (see Figure 1) . The sand, like obsession, fills up space without getting anywhere, but the poem that results is an oddly comforting dramatisation of feeling's release and tapering. 'Sometimes all I need to do to balance my mood is to write a single haiku about life ' (p. 196) , says Newlyn, and her 'medicinal' proverbs at the end of the book are just this -inventive and edifying:
A glow-worm's light may lead you on paths untravelled. . . . Better to lose your way ten times in a wood at night than to choose the quick way home and miss the owls. (pp. 218-19) These observations are separated on the same leaf as though it were our responsibility to spot the link between them as potential dance partners. As she follows a fiery spark down untravelled paths, Newlyn shows us how getting lost in the mind can be beautiful and helpful as well as dark and frightening.
As Wordsworth might say of a journey, 'I cannot miss my way'
4 -if we keep faith in the liberty of our own hearts, lostness can often lead to a kind of foundness -and I'm glad I didn't miss the owls. 
